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    Any inn is only as good as today’s host and housekeeper; any restaurant is only as good as today’s chef and cuisine. If you are a restaurateur or innkeeper and your establishment is listed incorrectly, make a photocopy of your listing, note changes that should be made, and send it to us. We have made every effort toreport accurately, but things change. If you are not listed and would like to be considered for future editions, let us know about your property. No one pays to be listed in this book. All we require is full information about your service or destination, which we then research in person or by three or more third-party reports. Note the format that we use, give us all the details required, and write us c/o the publisher. Keep it brief; keep it clear. We cannot accept updates or additions by phone. Please write us c/o Editor, Hunter Publishing, 239 South Beach Road, Hobe Sound, FL33455, or fax to 561-546-8040, if you can help us make the next edition of this book more accurate and meaningful.
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    Introduction


    


    


     


    Did thee feel the earth move?


    


    


     


    – Ernest Hemingway in For Whom the Bell Tolls.


    


    


     


    You’ve been on the job in the same old rut all week and now it’s time for you and your love to get away, if only for a day or a weekend. To you, getting away might mean a hammock under an oak tree, with a good book to read. Or it might mean a day at the beach, an exciting day at a theme park, or 18 holes of golf on a tournament course. It could mean running yourself ragged on the tennis court or on a century (100-mile) bicycle ride, or breakfast in bed followed by a day of shopping, then a night at the opera. The evening might end with nightcaps and dancing in a dimly lit club.


    


    


     


    It is our aim to give you a sampling of places to stay, dine and see. Some couples prefer to stay in historic inns furnished with antiques, while others choose a full-service hotel or resort with a choice of restaurants and activities on site. We haven’t forgotten the budget traveler, who needs a getaway as much as anyone but can’t afford five-star accommodations. Central and North Florida have miles of beaches where mom-and-pop motels provide unbeatable water views at modest prices. Some couples can’t get away without their children or pets, so we list places for them, too.


    


    


     


    Our listings do not imply endorsement or recommendation; they are chosen to give you options in your own search for the romantic weekend that works for you.


    


    


     


    Whether you’re flying in from afar, or live in Florida and simply want a short getaway to recharge your romance, we suggest plenty of spots – some of them famous and others unknown.
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    A Little History


    


    


     


    Miami and Fort Lauderdale were mere outposts at a time when central and north Florida already bristled with busy ports and bustling cities. A thriving sugar industry in Daytona Beach supported fine plantations until they were burned during the Seminole Wars.


    


    


     


    A railroad ran from Fernandina Beach to Cedar Key long before Henry Flagler’s railroad rocketed through all the way to Key West and transformed the state forever. Civil War seethed through Florida, whose capital was the only one in the Confederacy that never fell to Union forces. During Reconstruction, the entire geometry of the state was changed. Once-important communities faded; young upstarts mushroomed. Many things shaped the growth of the state. Highways replaced railroads and steamboats. New harbors were dredged; old harbors filled in. Old forts became untenable against modern weapons. Swamps were drained and lowlands filled. Yellow fever and malaria were conquered. The introduction of affordable air conditioning made once-insufferable areas habitable.


    


    


     


    St. Augustine had been settled, of course, since the 15th century. Fortunately for lovers, the restoration of the old city took it down to its earliest foundations, re-creating the days of the Conquistadores and Sir Francis Drake in its old streets and homes. Many of them are now transformed into charming inns. Like many of the communities we have sought out for this book, St. Augustine has been spared the riotous growth seen elsewhere.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    The Weather Picture


    


    


     


    There is no wrong time to tackle central and north Florida, but you do need to be prepared for the climate. In winter, powerful cold fronts push down from the north, getting stronger and longer as December and January get their grip. February and March can still be too icy for swimming in north Florida but by now azaleas are bursting out in central Florida as days get warmer. Along the Gulf of Mexico in west-central Florida, many of the beach resorts are sunny and swimmable almost every day of the year. Inland Florida can be beastly hot and muggy in summer, so it’s best to avoid the theme parks then unless you have school-age kids and can’t go at any other time. For romance, summer is best spent on the coasts, where the breezes are cooler and waters calmer for shelling, snorkeling, and fishing.


    


    


     


    Golf and tennis are passions in central and north Florida, a year-round pursuit. There’s always someplace where the fish are biting, inshore and offshore, in the rivers and estuaries, and in the countless, sparkling lakes that polka-dot central Florida. Birdwatching is superb all year. So are hiking, canoeing, sailing, bicycling, in-line skating, and other active sports. Insiders know that Florida’s sweetwater springs stay the same temperature all year. Locals swim on even the coldest days, knowing that the water is 72° winter and summer. Swim in Blue Springs to look for manatee and in DeLeon Springs to find the Fountain of Youth.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Getting Here & Getting Around


    


    


     


    Orlando International Airport is a powerhouse of an airport, offering endless choices and cutthroat fares from anywhere in the world. Tampa International also offers a lot of flights at competitive fares. Most other airports in the region are struggling to keep afloat. Limited service is available to Daytona Beach, St. Petersburg-Clearwater, Sarasota-Bradenton, Melbourne, Vero Beach, Jacksonville, Tallahassee, Pensacola, and Fort Walton Beach-Destin. Many people who are headed for central Florida end up flying into the big fields and renting a car. If your destination is Jacksonville or Tallahassee, you might also get a better fare and faster service by flying into Atlanta and getting a rental car there.


    


    


     


    


     


    The highway arteries through this area are I-75, which comes in from Georgia and heads off west to Tampa and Sarasota; the Florida Turnpike, a toll road that links with I-75 northwest of Orlando and continues to Southern Florida; I-10, which runs between Jacksonville and the Alabama border; and I-95, which enters the state at Jacksonville and runs to Southern Florida along the Atlantic coast. I-4 runs from Daytona Beach to Tampa through Orlando, where traffic often gets tied up for hours. The Bee Line Expressway, Route 528, is a toll road that runs from Cape Canaveral to Orlando, where it joins I-4.


    


    


     


    


     


    CONTACT NUMBERS FOR RENTAL CAR COMPANIES


    


    


     


    Alamo  800-327-9633


    


    


     


    Avis  800-331-1212


    


    


     


    Budget  800-527-0700


    


    


     


    Dollar Rent a Car  800-800-4000


    


    


     


    Hertz  800-654-3131


    


    


     


    Thrifty  800-367-2277


    


    


     


    Value Rent-a-Car  800-GO-VALUE


    


    


     


    


     


    To drive north from the Tampa-Clearwater area along the Gulf, take US 19-98. It is well inland, not a waterfront view. A lot of good, coastal driving along the eastern edge of the state is found along Route A1A, much of it on barrier islands. The old north-south highway,US 1, roughly parallels I-95 and in many areas is still a good alternate.


    


    


     


    In central and north Florida, Amtrak serves Jacksonville Winter Park (Orlando), DeLand, Sanford (home of the AutoTrain that arrives from Lorton, VA), Winter Haven, Sebring, DadeCity, and Sarasota-Bradenton. Trains also run between the Alabama border and Jacksonville, stopping at LakeCity, Madison, Tallahassee, Chipley, Crestview and Pensacola. At press time there’s talk that service may also be restored to Daytona Beach. For train information, call AMTRAK,  800-USA-RAIL, or visit www.amtrak.com. Greyhound buses serve every corner of the state;  800-231-2222, or on-line at www.greyhound.com.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    What to Pack


    


    


     


    North and central Florida are a place to kick back, go almost anywhere in jeans, and forget about high heels and neckties. If you want to dress up, opportunities abound in almost every part of the region, especially in the larger cities and in Tallahassee. Suits are seen in business areas but jackets are rarely required at restaurants. You might bring one for special splurges at, say, the Ritz-Carlton on AmeliaIsland or Victoria & Albert’s at Walt Disney World. For both men and women, chic resort wear is the uniform of the day. Don’t get too tropical. Some restaurants refuse service to diners who are barefoot or too bare on top. Some of the tonier resorts require proper tennis, polo, golf, or croquet attire.


    


    


     


    Bring both a sweater and jacket late fall through early spring, to layer in case you need both. Be prepared for sudden showers in summer and fall. Winter rains tend to be long, dreary, pre-frontal drizzles. An umbrella in summer also helps protect against the pitiless sun. Beach shoes are a plus in case you run into patches of shell rubble. Bring hats for fun, fashion, and sun protection.


    


    


     


    If you’ll be hiking the outback, bring sturdy shoes to protect against all the vines, thorns, bites and stickers that lie in wait. Sandals and sneakers won’t do. Once, while we were running playfully on the beach along an overgrown dune line strewn with storm-tossed limbs and shells, I stepped on a board that had a six-inch nail in it. It went through my sneaker like butter.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Rating the Rates


    


    


     


    The rates we quote are for two people for one night. State tax is an additional 6% and most counties impose additional surcharges or bed taxes of up to 5%, bringing the total room tax to as much as 11%. A two-night minimum often applies on weekends or during special events. Weekday and off-season rates may be lower that those we report. Many innkeepers also offer weekly or monthly rates. Each inn has its own reservations and cancellation policy, usually a fairly stiff one. Before booking, make sure you understand what you will be charged if you must cancel.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Other Helpful Information


    


    


     


    Area Codes


    


    


     


    We’ve done our best to keep current on the constant changes and additions in area codes, but the situation is spinning out of control. Telephone officials are unsympathetic to the plight of book authors, giving grace periods of only a few months in which both the new and old area code will reach the number. To make things even more confusing, we are told that all new numbers issued in Orlando will have a different area code regardless of location. Confusion reigns in West Volusia county, where some residents share the area code for Orlando, while others have the one for the DeLand-Daytona area.


    


    


     


    If the numbers we supply in this book don’t work, we apologize. Where possible, check Web site addresses given for the various establishments in hopes they will provide new area codes as they come on line. On the internet, check www. bellsouth.net for latest area code information.


    


    


     


    Camping


    


    


     


    For a free copy of the FloridaState Park Guide, call  850-488-9872. For a free directory to KOA campgrounds throughout the state, write KOA, Box 31734, BillingsMT59107. Some KOA campgrounds are resorts that offer cabins or other accommodations for people who do not have their own tent or RV. Some also offer golf, dining, tennis, activities and other amenities. All have swimming pools, game room, coin laundry, and many other features. Most KOAs and some state campgrounds admit pets.


    


    


     


    Getting Married in Florida


    


    


     


    A blood test isn’t required in Florida to get a marriage license, but there is a three-day waiting period before a license can be issued unless the couple has received counseling. Call ahead to the appropriate courthouse for more information about license requirements.


    


    


     


    Packages


    


    


     


    If you’re flying in, ask your airline about packages that include air fare, accommodations, theme park admissions, rental car, and other extras. They are usually a better deal than buying the same vacation piece by piece.


    


    


     


    Take a Sailing Lesson


    


    


     


    To learn where in central or northern Florida you can get a free sailing lesson, contact Discover Sailing at  800-535-SAIL. It’s the first step to a lifetime of romance under sail, the two of you free as the wind.


    


    


     


    Time Zone


    


    


     


    Most of Florida is on Eastern time, but points west of Tallahassee are on Central Time. When you’re making dates or reservations in northwest Florida, always ask.


    


    


     


    Western Union


    


    


     


    To have someone wire money to you while you’re here,  800-325-6000.


    


    


     


    Wheelchair Access


    


    


     


    A book titled Wheelchairs on the Go is your guide to wheel-able good times on the GulfCoast from Cedar Key south to EvergladesCity. Covered are accessible campgrounds, hotels, fishing sites, condos, stadiums, and much more. There’s also a section on vans and taxis for fly-in visitors. It’s written and researched by two women, one of them married to a wheelchair rider with a sense of adventure. Call  888-245-7300 or write Access Guide Publishing, Inc., 14074 Egret Lane #501, Clearwater, FL33762.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Information Sources


    


    


     


    Below are state-wide sources that supply travel information. See individual chapters for tourism contacts in each community or area.


    


    


     


    Visitor Information


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Contact Visit Florida at 661 E. Jefferson St., Tallahassee, FL32301,  888-7FLA-USA, for a free visitors’ guide, or check their Web site at www.flausa.com.


    


    


     


    Florida Welcome Centers are found just south of the Florida-Georgia border on I-75 and Highway 231, and seven miles north of Yulee on I-95. An additional one is 16 miles west of Pensacola, off I-10.


    


    


     


    For a list of Florida campgrounds, write the Florida Association of RV Parks & Campgrounds, 1340 Vickers Dr.TallahasseeFL32303,  850-562-7151.


    


    


     


    For a copy of the Florida State Park Guide, call  850-488-9872.
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    Central West Florida


    


    


     


    Where the quiet-colored end of evening smiles...


    


    


     


    – Robert Browning


    


    


     

  


  
    Introduction


    


    
      

    


    


     


    In This Chapter


    


    


     


    • Bradenton-Sarasota


    


    


     


    • Brandon


    


    


     


    • Cape Haze


    


    


     


    • Plant City


    


    


     


    • St. Petersburg


    


    


     


    • Tampa


    


    


     


    • Tarpon Springs


    


    


     


    Rich history, sophisticated dining and accommodations, exciting cultural events, and some of the state’s best attractions add up to plenty of opportunities for a romantic weekend in an area that ranges from Sarasota north to Crystal River. Included are the vibrant cities of St. Petersburg and Tampa, seductive barrier islands such as Longboat Key and Siesta Key, and unique hamlets such as Tarpon Springs. We’ve stretched the map a little to bring in Palm Island, a true island reached only by boat. It lies off Cape Haze near Punta Gorda.


    


    


     


    Tampa has long been identified with the making of the finest cigars and, despite the decline of smoking in today’s society, it’s still a city where the cigar fancier can find allies. A number of cigar and martini bars are available on at least some nights of the week and many restaurants have regular cigar nights. You can buy some of the best hand-rolled stogies in the world in Tampa, and smoke them here among friends. The industry began a century ago when Cubans flocked to Tampa. Their descendants still practice the time-honored skills that put Tampa on the map.


    


    


     


    When planning your weekend in west-central Florida, decide how important it is to you to be on or near the beach. Some of the best accommodations are in inland resorts or in hotels or inns that overlook the bay or Intracoastal Waterway but are not on the Gulf of Mexico. “Waterfront” doesn’t necessarily mean Gulf-front accommodations.


    


    


     


    Getting Here & Getting Around


    


    


     


    Tampa International Airport is a major hub, offering frequent service from a number of airlines. You might also fly intoOrlando International Airport, which is only two hours from Tampa and has hundreds of flights at competitive prices. Flights also go into St. Petersburg-Clearwater, Sarasota, and Southwest Regional at Fort Myers.


    


    


     


    Every major and mid-size community in west-central Florida is served by Greyhound buses. Amtrak comes into Tampa and travels down the coast as far as Naples. The main highway north and south is I-75, which enters Florida from Georgia and provides fast running all the way to Naples. It is paralleled by US 41, once the major highway but now largely clogged with local traffic. Coming in from Orlando, takeI-4. Access to St. Petersburg and the beach communities west of Tampa is via I-275 from Tampa. Or, if you are coming in from the south, take the Sunshine Skyway Bridge tollway. Two other routes that connect Tampa and the St. Petersburg-Clearwater area are the Gandy Bridge, which connects to I-75 via the Tampa Crosstown Expressway toll road, and the Courtney Campbell Causeway just south of Tampa International Airport. Northbound out of the Tampa-Clearwater area,US 19 follows the Gulf coast to such points of interest as the old Greek community of Tarpon Springs, Homosassa Springs, and ancient Indian mounds at Crystal River.


    


    


     


    For More Information


    


    


     


    Charlotte Harbor and the Gulf Islands Visitors Bureau, 2702 Tamiami Trail, Port Charlotte 33952;  941-743-1900 or 888-4PUR-FLA.


    


    


     


    Gulf Beaches of Tampa Bay Chamber of Commerce, 6990 Gulf Boulevard, St. Pete Beach 33706;  727-360-6957 or 800-944-1847 (US only). Web site www.gulfbeaches-tampabay.com.


    


    


     


    St. Petersburg-Clearwater Convention & Visitors Bureau, 14450 46th Street, Clearwater 33762;  800-345-6710 (US and Canada) or 727-464-7200. Web site www.stpete-clearwater.com.


    


    


     


    Sarasota Convention & Visitors Bureau, 655 N. Tamiami Trail, Sarasota 34236;  800-522-9799 or 941-957-1877. Web site www.sarasotafl.org.


    


    


     


    Tampa/Hillsborough Convention & Visitors Association, 400 N. Tampa Street, Suite 1010, Tampa 33602;  813-223-1111. Web site www. gotampa.com.


    


    


     


    Major Annual Events


    


    


     


    February


    


    
      

    


    


     


    The Florida Strawberry Festival begins in late February and extends to early March in Plant City, near Tampa. In addition to feasting on carloads of juicy, field-ripened Florida strawberries, you can attend performances by some of the most famous names in country music. The festival has parades, special days for kids and seniors, plus rides, contests, demonstrations, and other fun.  813-752-9194.


    


    


     


    April


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Sarasota’s Jazz Festival is internationally important, featuring top jazz musicians.  941-366-1552.


    


    


     


    June


    


    
      

    


    


     


    The Sarasota Music Festival stars internationally known musicians who play the classics and chamber music. Also showcased are the best local student musicians.  800-345-6710.


    


    


     


    All Summer


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Free Concerts in the Park are presented in county parks in theSarasota area. Watch local newspapers for times and places or call  941-316-1268.


    


    


     


    August


    


    
      

    


    


     


    The Venice Sharks Tooth and Seafood Festival has arts, crafts, entertainment, games, contests, seafood sampling, and displays of prehistoric sharks’ teeth.  941-488-2236.


    


    


     


    November


    


    
      

    


    


     


    The Beethoven Festival in Venice is sponsored by the Venice Symphony.  941-488-2236.


    


    


     


    December


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Special floral displays and decorations light up Marie Selby Botanical Gardens, Sarasota.  941-366-5731.


    


    


     


    


    

  


  
    

    Bradenton-Sarasota


    


    
      

    


    


     


    And frosts are slain and flowers begotten, and in green underwood and cover, blossom by blossom, spring begins.


    


    


     


    – Algernon Charles Swinburne


    


    


     


    Sweet Dreams


    



    


    


    


     


    The Helmsley Sandcastle Hotel


    


    


     


    If you’re looking for a small resort with all the bells and whistles but not a cookie-cutter, chain ambience, here’s a place where the two of you alone or with your children can have a great beach on the Gulf, sailing and boating, two swimming pools (one heated), pool bar, a restaurant, lounge, and room service. Golf and tennis are nearby. The three-story resort prides itself on personal service.
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    • 1540 Ben Franklin Drive, Sarasota 34236, on Lido Key. Take the John Ringling Causeway west from Sarasota, then go south on Ben Franklin Drive.  941-388-2181 or 800-225-2181.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 179


    


    


     


    • Rates: $95-$229; discount for AAA and AARP members.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    • Dining: Candlelight Restaurant, coffee shop, lounge.


    


    


     


    • Children: Cribs are free; roll-away bed $10 extra. Children under age 18 free in parents’ room.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: This is one of the closest resorts to St. Armands Circle.


    


    


     


    


    The Resort at Longboat Key Club


    


    


     


    Here’s a chance to sample the life of the rich and famous at a 410-acre private golf and tennis club. It has everything needed for a romantic weekend. Play two waterfront golf courses, swim, jog, fish, tone up in the fitness center, sail, or just take a book from the library (which is also the scene of the weekly wine tasting) and veg out under the shade of a beach cabana. Tennis and golf clinics are available, and you can update your gear at one of two fully-stocked golf pro shops. Of the 38 Har-Tru tennis courts, six are lighted for night play. Rooms are elegantly decorated in tropical colors and themes. Suites have a full kitchen, washer and dryer, and queen-size sleeper sofa. Your room will have a coffee maker with supplies and a daily newspaper is delivered to your door. Walk nine miles of secluded beach, take a body sculpting class, bicycle in Gulf breezes, bubble in the 10-person Jacuzzi, work out with weight machines, have a massage, or charter a deep-sea fishing trip. The swimming pool, which overlooks the Gulf, has a separate lap lane. Bring your best resort wear. This is a Mobil Four-Star, AAA Four-Diamond resort.


    



    



    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    • 301 Gulf of Mexico Drive, Longboat Key 34228. From downtown Sarasota, take the John Ringling Causeway (State Road 789) to St. Armands Key, where Gulf of Mexico Drive leads to the Club.  941-383-8821 or 800-237-8821; fax 941-383-0359; Web site www.longboatkeyclub.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 232 suites.


    


    


     


    • Rates: A two-night Island Romance package is priced from $510 and includes suite accommodations, a picnic basket with wine and a guidebook, breakfast for two each morning, one day use of a double beach cabana, use of the fitness center, and tennis.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: Dine splendidly in Orchid’s or more casually at Barefoots. Room service is available.


    


    


     


    • Children: The Kids Klub offers half- and full-day sessions in season for children ages five-12. Camp counselors are fully qualified and are certified in first aid and swimming.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    


    Shorewalk Vacation Villas


    


    


     


    Florida is awash in condo resorts like this one, but it’s hard to beat this for an affordable family vacation. Every unit in this 30-acre, security-patrolled playland has two bedrooms and two baths, a kitchen with dishwasher and everything you need to cook a meal, plus a screened lanai, living room with queen-size sofa sleeper, television, queen-size bed in the master bedroom and two twins in the other, telephone, and washer and dryer. On the grounds you’ll find heated swimming pools, Jacuzzis, lighted tennis courts, stocked fishing lakes, in-line skate rentals, golf, and tennis, and plenty of sporting equipment so the children can play basketball, volleyball, bocci and such. Tee times can be pre-booked at five nearby golf courses. (A dress code applies on the golf courses, where no jeans, cutoffs, tank tops, or halter tops are permitted.) You can walk to the grocery store, pharmacy, movie theater, bowling alley, beauty salon, a British-style pub, and 15 restaurants. Maid service is extra.
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    • 4601 46th St Court W., Bradenton 34210, between Bradenton and the beaches. From I-75, take State Road 70 west to 34th Street W., then turn right on Cortez Rd. and left on 46th Street.  941-794-9800 or 800-926-9255; fax 941-795-2163.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 240 suites.


    


    


     


    • Rates: From $113-$134.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: Walk to Outback Steakhouse, Taste of Tokyo, Italian Oven, Subway, and others.


    


    


     


    • Children: Yes.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    


    Turtle Beach Resort


    


    


     


    You don’t have to drive all the way to Key West to find Margaritaville. This AAA Three-Diamond resort is quietly perched on the south end of romantic Siesta Key. Your two-bedroom cottage has its own hot tub, private patio, full kitchen with microwave and coffee maker, cable television, direct-dial telephone, and central air conditioning as well as a view of moonlight on the water. Swim in the heated, waterfront pool, walk Turtle Beach (across the street) to look for sea turtle nests, or take a three-minute walk to a very good shelling beach. For the utmost in romance, book the Country French studio unit, which offers arched wooden doors leading to a private garden patio and a hot tub complete with waterfall. In the bedroom, a queen-size, four-poster bed sits on pickled wood floors. The resort has docks, so you can come by boat if you prefer. Rates include free use of a paddleboat, fishing rods, beach chairs, bicycles, and laundry facilities.
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    • 9049 Midnight Pass Road, Siesta Key 34242, 15 miles south of Sarasota. From the airport, take US 41 south to Stickney Point Road, then turn right to cross the bridge onto Siesta Key. Turn left at the light, then three miles south on Midnight Pass Road.  941-349-4554; fax 941-312-9034; Web site www.sarasota-online.com/turtle or www.turtlebeachresort.com; e-mail grubi @ix.netcom.com.
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    • Rooms: Two studios, two one-bedroom cottages and six two-bedroom cottages.


    


    


     


    • Rates: From $200 nightly, or $1,275 weekly plus a one-time cleaning fee of $15-$50. Ask about the Romantic Weekend Getaway that includes a gourmet dinner for two, champagne, and a two-hour sunset cruise on the bay. In high season, only weekly rentals are available.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: Next door to three restaurants.


    


    


     


    • Children: Under age 18 stay free with parents; cribs are available.


    


    


     


    • Pets: Welcome, for a surcharge of 10% over the room rate.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: White sand beaches, watersports.


    


    


     


    Tables For Two


    


    


     


    Leverock’s


    


    


     


    This popular chain restaurant is also found in New Port Richey, Clearwater Beach, Madeira Beach, Pinellas Park, St. Petersburg Beach, Cape Haze, and St. Petersburg. If you’re new to the chain, you’ll soon realize it’s one of the area’s best places for fresh seafood. If you’re a Leverock’s regular, you’ll find here the same expansive menu, laid-back ambience, and attentive service for which the chain is known. Of the long list of starters it’s hard to beat the chowder or gumbo, but the house also offers fresh oysters on the half shell, salmon fritters, and a socko shrimp quesadilla. Seafood platters are a whale of a feast for big appetites. We like the onion-crusted salmon, Seafood Martinique for a creamy dish in a crusty shell, the Shrimp Spectacular (lots of shrimp served lots of ways), and the Crab Cakes Imperial. Landlubbers can have chicken, ribs, steak or one of the pastas. Seas are rough here for vegetarians, but the chef can come up with a salad, potato and vegetable, or serve pasta with just the Alfredo or marinara sauce. Children under age 10 can order from a choice of items at $3.95, including beverage, applesauce, and French fries.
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    • 12320 Manatee Avenue West, Bradenton, at the end of Manatee Avenue west of downtown.  941-794-8900.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Vary seasonally; call ahead.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Main dishes are $9-$22.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: No.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    


    Café L’Europe


    


    


     


    You’re already uptown when you get to this swank shopping and dining area, and this romantic restaurant takes uptown to new heights. Rooms are perfect for intimate dining, each subtly different but all grandly old-world. Don’t miss the garlicky roasted lamb in puff pastry, ladled with a lightly minted wine sauce. The service, menu and decor take you back to pre-war Paris or Berlin.
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    • 431 St. Armands Circle, Sarasota.  941-388-4415.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Open daily for lunch and dinner.


    


    


     


    • Prices: $30-$40 per person for dinner; $15-$20 for lunch.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    


    The Colony Dining Room


    


    


     


    Longboat Key is a toney neighborhood, but this friendly resort will make you feel at home even though you’re dining in utter elegance. It’s just the right combination of fine continental cuisine and wines with family ambience and a view of the sunset that is hard to beat. The dining room overlooks the Gulf but, after the sun goes down, the view is of big enclosures filled with colorful lovebirds. It’s fascinating to watch them.
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    The restaurant has won a long list of honors, including the coveted Golden Spoon Award and a bunch of “bests” from Sarasota magazine, such as best brunch, Key lime pie, piano bar, best for dinner and dancing, best bartender, and many more. The crab cakes in Key lime beurre blanc make a zesty appetizer, or splurge on the Beluga caviar and blinis. All of the soups we have tried have been outstanding, but we keep going back to the gazpacho, made with grilled vegetables. The Colony Salad is a composed plate of greens and goodies, including roasted hazelnuts. Also offered are a Caesar salad and fresh buffalo mozzarella with tomatoes. Choose from half a dozen seafood entrées and several meat dishes. The fried lobster tail is served with sweet potato fries; the pecan-crusted grouper is served on vegetable risotto; the scallopine of veal Colony comes with toasted barley and wild rice pilaf, plump shrimp, shiitake mushrooms, and crisp-tender asparagus kissed with béarnaise sauce.


    


    


     


    The chef can accommodate vegetarians, and also offers a choice of nutritional dishes in which less than 25% of the calories are derived from fats. Both valet and self-parking are available. The Sunday brunch is worth a special trip.


    


    


     


    • 1620 Gulf of Mexico Dr., Longboat Key, in the Colony Beach & Tennis Resort.  941-383-5558, ext. 2200.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Sunday brunch 10am-2pm; lunch daily 11:30am-2:30pm; dinner daily from 6pm.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Main dishes are $21-$31. With several courses and wine, plan to spend $60 per person.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Highly recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    


    


    


     


    Columbia


    


    


     


    A little sister of the original Columbia in Ybor City, this restaurant in the heart of a swank, 180-store shopping paradise has indoor and outdoor dining, with live entertainment on weekends. Make an entire meal of tapas if you like. Choose from shrimp prepared many ways, steamed clams, calamari, thin coins of chorizo sausage with cheese, black bean dip, a tamale or a shrimp and cake sauced with a fruity mustard aioli. It’s tough to choose among the four soups, which include icy gazpacho, Spanish bean, black bean, orcaldo gallego made with smoked ham and vegetables. The Original 1905 Salad with turkey or shrimp makes a mountainous lunch. The entrée menu offers two dozen choices of creative meat, chicken and seafood dishes, but combination plates let you try several at once.La Completa Cubana is a feast of roast pork, beef, and traditional vegetables. Classic desserts include guava shells with cream cheese, flan, or Key lime pie.
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    • St. Armands Circle, Sarasota. From downtown Sarasota, take State Road 780 west across the Ringling Causeway.  941-388-3987.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Vary seasonally. Call to confirm.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Tapas are $5-$7, main dishes $12-$22.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    Things To Do


    


    


     


    Mote Marine Laboratory Aquarium


    


    


     


    What impressed us was the natural, science-centered mood here and the dedication of the armies of friendly volunteers. Don’t compare this with a slick attraction or theme park. It’s a place where marine life is shown, sheltered, and studied. There is plenty here for all ages, and the school children who come through in groups seem to love it too, especially the touch tank. See sharks, sea turtles, manatee, and aquariums filled with freshwater and sea species. Snacks are available in the Mote Café, and the gift shops have quality items as well as affordable souvenirs for little ones to buy. Admission is $8 adults and $6 students. Children under four get in free. Hours are 10am-5pm daily. 1600 Ken Thompson Parkway, Sarasota;  941-388-4441. Take the Ringling Causeway to Lido Key, head north to the parkway, then turn east.
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    John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art


    


    


     


    This is more than a museum. The former estate of circus magnate John Ringling is a sprawling complex that includes an art museum in a setting that looks like a doge’s palace. Also here are the original Ringling mansion called Cà d’Zan (meaning John’s house), a circus museum, gardens, a shop filled with unusual keepsakes and gifts, picnic areas, and a delightful café under giant banyan trees. We couldn’t even “do” the art museum in one day, so allow a couple of days to see the entire attraction. On your museum day, arrive early and start with one of the docent tours, which leave regularly from the front desk, for a fascinating introduction to 500 years of art history. The collection of Baroque paintings here is one of the largest in the world, but masterpieces cover centuries, from medieval times to the modern era. After the docent tour, you’ll want to spend more time to see the art works at your own pace.
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    The circus museum is entirely different, devoted to memorabilia and restorations of circus paraphernalia. Allow time too, if the weather is pleasure, to enjoy the grounds. The sculpture collection in the courtyard of the art museum is the largest in the United States of works from the Chiurazzi Foundry in Italy, and you’ll also want to see the rose garden, dwarf garden, and the “secret” garden, where the Ringlings are buried.


    


    


     


    Open 10am-5:30pm daily, except Christmas, New Year’s Day and Thanksgiving. Admission is $9 for ages 12 and older, $8 for those over age 55. Children under 12 get in free. On Saturdays, admission to the art museum only is free. 5401 Bay Shore Road, Sarasota;  941-359-5700. Web site www. Ringling.org.


    


    


     


    


    Marie Selby Botanical Gardens


    


    


     


    It’s a museum, a mansion, and a botanical marvel where you can lose yourself in another century. Don’t rush this one. Choose a sunny day to stroll garden paths and the baywalk, steal a kiss under the arbor, listen to the symphony of bamboo rustling in breezes off the water, and enjoy the bawdy beauty of exotic, sensuous, tropical blooms including a wealth of orchids and bromeliads. During winter holidays, when the gardens are lit by thousands of luminarias, make an evening out of touring the gardens and sampling the wine and cheese buffet. Special events go on throughout the year, so there’s never a bad time to visit. In the museum see a showcase of botanical illustrations. Tour the house, which was revolutionary in the 1930s because it had pull-down attic stairs and solar hot water. The floors, designed for a quick recovery after flooding storms, were the first terrazzo-covered, brass-bound cement floors in Sarasota.
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    The gardens are open 10am-5pm daily, exept Christmas. Admission is $8 adults; $4 children ages six-11. 811 S. Palm Avenue, Sarasota;  941-366-5731. Web site www.selby.org. From I-75 take Exit 39, then go west on Fruitville and south on Orange to US 441. Turn right to Palm Avenue, then left (south) to the gardens.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Music Hath Charms


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Sarasota has been a destination for culture-seekers since its earliest years, when John and Mable Ringling set a grand tone by establishing their museum. Now in renovation through the end of 1999, Van Wezel Performing Arts Hall is a landmark designed by the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation, a 1,761-seat theater that hosts some of the most important names in international music and dance. The Web site for the Sarasota County Arts Council is www.sarasota-arts.org. Venues may vary, but you can connect with performances of:


    


    


     


    Asolo Conservatory Theater Company,  941-351-8000, does five plays each season, October through May. The 161-seat Conservatory Theater is at the Florida Southern University Center. Featured are professional and student casts.


    


    


     


    Asolo Theatre Company,  941-351-9010, has performances November through June. This is the only winter destination repertory theater festival in the United States. Professional companies perform.


    


    


     


    Florida Studio Theatre,  941-366-9017, is a professional theater with adjacent cabaret. Its season is December through August. Theatre Works of Sarasota,  941-952-9170, is a professional company offering 100 performances of five plays from November to May, plus additional plays in summer.


    


    


     


    Florida West Coast Symphony,  941-953-4252, offers more than 100 concerts during its season, September to May. Included are children’s concerts, pops, a classical series, and resident chamber ensembles. The local music festival is in June. In April, La Musica International Chamber Music Festival performs, bringing in musicians from throughout the world;  941-364-8802.


    


    


     


    Gloria Musicae,  941-954-4223, is a professional choral ensemble performing throughout the year at various venues. Two other professional choral groups areKey Chorale,  941-921-4845, and Suncoast Chorale Inc.,  941-493-1677.


    


    


     


    Jazz Club of Sarasota,  941-366-1552, offers 100 performances throughout the year and a five-day jazz festival in March featuring nationally known musicians.


    


    


     


    Sarasota Ballet of Florida,  941-359-0099, is a professional resident ballet company that performs October through April.


    


    


     


    Sarasota Concert Band,  941-955-6660, presents free concerts in county parks May to September.


    


    


     


    Sarasota Opera Association,  941-366-8450, since the 1950s has been offering professional opera productions in February and March. The Sarasota Youth Opera performs in the restored Sarasota Opera House, built in 1926.


    


    


     


    Ask about concerts performed by the Sarasota Pops,  941-792-6435, and Venice Symphony,  941-488-1010.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Shopping


    


    


     


    St. Armands Circle


    


    


     


    One of the most exclusive shopping areas on this coast, this charming layout covers land that was homesteaded by a Frenchman, Charles St. Armand, in 1893. A center circle along John Ringling Boulevard is surrounded by pie-shaped shops to create a European-style shopping and dining experience under the palms. Even if you’re penniless, come here to see the beautiful layout with statuary, grassy grounds, and rustling trees. Shop for fashions, gifts, accessories, liquor, groceries, and professional services, including a beauty salon, travel agencies, dry cleaning, real estate, and financial houses. Dine indoors or out at a variety of venues ranging from fine dining at Columbia, Café L’Europe and Chef Caldwell’s to snacking on Auntie Anne’s Hand-Rolled Pretzels. From downtown Sarasota, take State Road 780 west to St. Armands Key.
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    St. Armands Circle shops


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Cape Haze


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Sweet Dreams


    


    


     


    We’ve cheated a little on our title to dip south of Sarasota to an island paradise. This is one of the few resorts in Florida that is on a real island, one that can be reached only by boat. Hotel tax is 10%.


    


    


     


    Palm Island Resort


    


    


     


    One of the best-kept secrets in the state is this exotically remote, yet surprisingly affordable out island. Every villa has a full kitchen, one bath per bedroom, washer and dryer, screened porch or terrace, private telephone line, and at least two television sets. If you plan to cook in your villa, you’ll find a good selection of food at the resort’s store, but it’s wise to bring as many supplies as possible.
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    Those traveling with kids will find an excellent children’s program for ages six-12 on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, 10:30am-3pm, at a cost of $20 per day, per child. Frequent visitors may enroll their children in the program for an annual fee, which includes a T-shirt, quarterly newsletter with news and games, and one Saturday participation per week with box lunch.


    


    


     


    The resort has one of the longest, widest, sandiest beaches we have seen, plus excellent shelling, fishing, wildlife watching, and streaky red sunsets. Walking on the lonelier stretches of the beach, serenaded by the wind in the casuarinas, reminded us of the many uninhabited islands we visited in the Bahamas. A total of five heated swimming pools means there is at least one pool handy to your villa no matter where you stay. Rent a boat, cook on one of the gas grills outside your villa, plug into the championship tennis program (there’s no fee for the mixed tennis social every Saturday morning), charter a fishing boat, rent a bicycle or canoe, or take part in the many planned activities. Arrive by boat if you like. Docks are available. Each villa is individually owned by club members who visit often, but we found it exceedingly friendly to outsiders as well. During our visit, occupancy was 100%, yet the beach was uncrowded and sometimes even deserted. The resort’s store carries a good selection of foods to cook in your villa, but bring as many supplies as possible.
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    Palm Island & Cape Haze

    


    


    


    


     


    • 7092 Placida Road, Cape Haze 33946. From Port Charlotte, take SR 776 southwest to SR 771. Continue to County Road 775 and turn right into the resort check-in area. Access to the island is by passenger or car ferry.  800-282-6142 in Florida; 800-824-5412 in the rest of the US and Canada; fax 941-697-0696. Web site www.palmisland.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 160 villas with one, two, or three bedrooms.


    


    


     


    • Rates: From $150 for a one-bedroom villa. Maid service is extra. Rates are for two people per bedroom; additional persons pay $20 nightly.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: The resort’s restaurant, Rum Bay, is open for lunch and dinner (see Tables For Two, below), and a Leverock’s restaurant is within walking distance of the ferry dock on the mainland.


    


    


     


    • Children: Childrens’ program. Cribs and high chairs can be rented. No charge for children under age six.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Guests can bring cars to the island and park them in a special lot just outside the resort, which does not permit cars. Golf carts and bicycles can be rented. Rates include one free ferry crossing per day.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: The resort is self-contained. Ferries run regularly to the mainland if you want to get off the island for dining, shopping, or church on Sunday morning. However, if you miss the last ferry at night (about 9:30pm, but schedules vary) you’ll be stranded, so plan accordingly.


    


    


     


    Tables For Two


    


    


     


    Rum Bay Restaurant and Bar


    


    


     


    Dining at Rum Bay, the restaurant that serves Palm Island Resort, is so good that locals come over on the ferry for the evening. Start with poppers, Buffalo wings, or succulent Buffalo shrimp. Whole-meal salads have plenty of greens plus barbecued shrimp, teriyaki chicken, chargrilled chicken, or a mix of meats and cheeses. The house is known for its meaty, chargrilled back ribs, which can be ordered by the rack. The menu boasts a good choice of steaks, seafood, pasta and combination dishes plus vegetarian choices, inexpensive burger baskets, and a bunch of sides to fill out the meal.


    


    


     


    • 7092 Placida Road, Cape Haze, in the Palm Island Resort. See the resort’s listing above for directions. 941-697-0566.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Daily, noon to 9pm.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Dine for $20-$30 per person.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, MC, V


    


    


     

  


  
    

    St. Petersburg-Clearwater


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Sweet Dreams


    


    


     


    Belleview Biltmore Resort and Spa


    


    


     


    A majestic hotel built on a high bluff overlooking the Gulf of Mexico, the aristocratic Biltmore is even more splendid today than when it was when it opened in 1887 to serve northern elite who arrived in private rail cars to spend the winter here. It’s the largest occupied wooden structure in the world, a Victorian treasure typical of the grand hotels of the era. During World War II its treasures were put in storage and it was turned into a barracks. Now restored, it is more regal than ever. A rambling queen with 292 guest rooms and suites, a stunning Sun Parlor Suite that is reserved for royal visitors, and such romantic spots as the Starlight Room and Tiffany Room, it is one of the most romantic hotels in Florida. Luxuriate in the spa, take a sunset cruise, dine in candlelit splendor in a choice of rooms, play golf, or lounge around the swimming pool. A tour of the historic hotel is offered each day at 11am. Don’t miss it.
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    • 25 Belleview Blvd., Clearwater 33756, on the bay.  727-442-6171 or 800-237-8947 (US or Canada); fax 727-441-4173; Web site www.belleviewbiltmore.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 292, including 48 suites.


    


    


     


    • Rates: from $200 for a double room, $315 for a suite.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DISC, MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: The resort offers a range of dining from informal to dress-up, as well as room service.


    


    


     


    • Children: Plenty of activities for children and families.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: The resort offers everything you’ll.need; park your car and forget it during your stay.


    


    


     


    


    Don CeSar Beach Resort & Spa


    


    


     


    The first time we viewed Florida’s venerable “Don” was from the seaside. A wedding cake iced in pink rose out of the shoreline and loomed larger as our sailboat eased into shallower waters. The picture was glorious: a daydream of Mediterranean architecture, a strand of satin sands, and the warm green waters of the Gulf stretching to infinity. F. Scott Fitzgerald referred to it as a “hotel in an island wilderness” and, while St. Pete Beach is no longer a wilderness, it is an oasis of sunny silence aloof from city noise and hustle. The hotel opened in 1928 and still glows with a Gatsbyesque charm. It’s named for Don Ce-sar, hero of the operetta Maritana, who was saved from death by firing squad when the guns misfired. Like its namesake, the hotel was saved from the wrecking ball in 1972.


    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    Once a high society hotspot with a guest list that included the Fitzgeralds, Lou Gehrig, Clarence Darrow, and Al Capone, the hotel languished after World War II. It had served as a hospital for airmen suffering from battle fatigue and its former grandeur was buried under the “improvements” made necessary by the war. In the nick of time, a preservation group saved the Pink Lady, which has been a showplace since its resurrection in 1973.


    


    


     


    We prefer to stay in the historic main building, which echoes with ghosts. (Take the Palace Past History and Ghost Story tour to learn about the Pink Lady’s checkered past.) Accommodations are lavish and spacious, combining two or three rooms from the original Don to create roomy suites with high ceilings and interesting nooks and crannies. Bathrooms are covered in Carrera marble; some deluxe accommodations have two baths. Room service is available around the clock, and your room has its own mini-bar. You may prefer the Don CeSar Beach House, a short stroll away, where each unit has its own kitchen.


    


    


     


    Dine in the AAA Four-Diamond restaurant Maritana Grille, the Sea Porch Café, or the King Charles Ballroom, or snack poolside at the Beachcomber Grill or in Uncle Andy’s Ice-Cream Parlor. Make time to restore yourself in the Spa, which offers thalassotherapy (treatments using products from the sea), massage, sea scrubs and polishes, and sea botanical wraps. They’re available à la carte or in packages that combine several services. Together you can do yoga on the beach, shop the arcade, sail a Sunfish, go sea kayaking, or play tennis. A complimentary shuttle takes you to a nearby PGA golf course, where Don CeSar guests have golf privileges. Get into the ballroom dancing program, or just have a drink at the Gulfside bar called Sunsets, and dance under the stars. Everything you need for a romantic weekend is right here.
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    • 3400 Gulf Blvd., St. Pete Beach 33706, west of Tampa-St. Petersburg. Take I-275 south to Exit 4 and follow the Bayway to the Don.  800-282-1116 or 727-360-1881; fax 727-367-3609; Web site www.donCeSar.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 275 rooms, including 43 suites and two penthouse suites.


    


    


     


    • Rates: From $239, higher on weekends. The Romantic Island Getaway package starts at $874 for three nights and four days. It includes a welcome gift and bottle of champagne, two souvenir champagne glasses, strawberries with cream, lunch or breakfast for two each day, a two-hour sunset cruise, and one dinner for two.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    • Dining: Three restaurants, two lounges, café and snack bars.


    


    


     


    • Children: A year-round children’s program for ages five-12 costs $160 for five days or $20-$50 per full day. Segments can also be purchased separately.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    


    


    Westin Innisbrook Resort


    


    


     


    Tennis and golf are the focus of this Mobil Four-Star showplace, but the rambling, 1,000-acre grounds are also ideal for romantic walks at sunrise, bicycling, and nature watching. This enormous resort has its own nature reserve. The children’s program here is superb, so take your kids along and you’ll still have plenty of time alone. The whole family will love the Loch Ness Pool and Spa. It has two water slides, a 15-foot waterfall, play areas, and a free-form spa that seats 36. Poolside, there’s a restaurant and grill for casual dining.


    



    



    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    Five award-winning golf courses offer 90 holes of challenge. There’s also racquetball, a fitness center, a fabulous new (1999) spa, six pools, six miles of verdant jogging trails, and a Recreation Center offering miniature golf, play area, volleyball, and films.
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    Suites are airy and roomy, with cooking facilities and private balcony or patio. If you bring the children or another couple, there’s privacy for all in the two-bedroom, two-bath suites. Picture a swank condo decorated in subdued, restful colors, and furnished for clean, uncluttered comfort.


    


    


     


    • 36750 US 19 North, Palm Harbor; mailing address Box 1088, Tarpon Springs 34688.  800-WESTIN-1, 800-456-2000, or 727-942-2000; Web site www.westin.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 1,000 suites.


    


    


     


    • Rates: from $215. Ask about packages that include golf instruction, greens fees, tennis, and airport transfers.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    • Dining: Four restaurants, some with entertainment.


    


    


     


    • Children: Camp Innisbrook operates all year, 7:30am-5pm for ages four-12. The day-long program of supervised play, crafts, and activities costs $28 daily or $130 weekly, including lunch. Half-day programs without lunch are $15. Babysitting can be arranged for younger children.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No, except by special arrangement.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample and free.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: Gulf coast beaches and the historic hamlet of Tarpon Springs are a short drive away.


    


    


     


    Tables For Two


    


    


     


    Columbia


    


    


     


    We have tried most of the Columbia restaurants, and return to them time and again not only for the authentic Spanish-Cuban cuisine, but for the hearty welcome from family owners who are truly in touch with their guests. The Pier location is especially right for a romantic evening; start with a sundowner on the top deck, where the views of sunset on the Gulf are sensational. Pace yourself for a leisurely feast that begins with a hot or cold appetizer, such as the crab and shrimp cake with passion fruit-mustard aioli, then one of the famous soups, followed by the Columbia Original 1905 Salad. The menu offers a lengthy choice of combination dishes, beef recipes, seafood and chicken, including a classicarroz con pollo. Do have the paella if you haven’t tried it before. It takes a little longer for the kitchen to prepare, but it is unforgettable.
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    • Downtown St. Petersburg, at the end of The Pier. Park anywhere along The Pier and board a shuttle bus.  727-822-8000.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Open daily for lunch and dinner.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Main dishes $12-$20.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major


    


    


     


    


    Durango Steak House


    


    


     


    Start with an icy beer or a cocktail from the bar while you wait for the chef to stoke up the oak fire and select a prime sirloin, filet, or New York strip. The setting is relaxed and comfortably informal. The look is Southwest, with tastes to match. Durango’s signature appetizer is bacon-wrapped shrimp, dripping with scrumptious barbecue sauce. The colossal Wild, Wild Onion is an appetizer for two or more, and there’s also Sante Fe corn chowder or a classic black bean soup. For dessert, try the homemade cobbler. The lunch menu features sandwiches that focus on oak-grilled meat or seafood, as well as salads topped with hot, juicy meat or shrimp fresh from the grill. The deep-fried chicken salad is topped with crusty bites of fried chicken.


    


    


     


    • 5300 Gulf Blvd., St. Pete Beach, in the Sirata Beach Resort.  727-367-0706.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Monday-Thursday, 11:30am-10pm; Friday and Saturday to 11pm; Sunday, noon to 10pm.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Dine and drink for under $30 per person, less if you don’t have steak.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DC, DISC, MC, V


    


    


     


    


    The Hurricane


    


    


     


    Some locals make it a regular habit to come here and watch the sun set into the Gulf from the open deck on the top floor. Have a leisurely drink or two after the green flash, then order one of the fresh seafood specialties. The menu varies according to the fishing fleet’s luck, so it’s fun to try snapper, grouper, wahoo, swordfish, or tuna. Shrimp and scallops are always in season, and salmon is a perennial favorite from cold, northern waters. Steak, chicken and burgers are always on the grill too. Parking is plentiful on the street in front of the restaurant and in the lot behind it.
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    • 807 Gulf Way, St. Pete Beach, on the beach in downtown Pass-a-Grille. From I-275, take the Pinellas Bayway to the Gulf. Turn left at the Don CeSar, then right on 22nd Ave. and left on Gulf Way to the restaurant.  727-360-9558.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Dine for about $25 per person, not counting alcohol.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Daily, 8am until 1am.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, MC, V


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Not necessary.


    


    


     


    


    The Lobster Pot


    


    


     


    Eugen Furhman, a Munich native, has had a successful run with his restaurant since 1978. Ask for an out-of-the-way table for two and settle in for one of the area’s finest seafood meals in a sweetly intimate setting. The seafood selections are superb, ranging from Maine lobster to Florida lobster tails, grouper, snapper, mahi-mahi and shrimp. The German accent is on the homemade desserts. Try the apple or banana fritters. Street parking is limited here; use the valet service.


    


    


     


    • 17814 Gulf Blvd., Redington Shores, on the Gulf between Madeira Beach and Indian Shores.  727-391-8592.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Plan to spend $30 per person with a modest wine, more if you order lobster with appetizer and dessert and/or a costly wine.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Monday-Thursday, 4:30-10pm; Friday-Saturday to 10:30pm; Sunday 4-10pm.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Essential


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DC, DISC, MC, V


    


    


     


    


    Salt Rock Grill


    


    


     


    Make an evening out of this cozy restaurant and lounge, which includes a cigar bar. Arrive just before sunset for a sight of streaky pink sky over the Intracoastal Waterway. Steaks, chicken and fish are grilled over open pits made of salt rock, a tradition that was used first by native Americans in this area and then adopted by early settlers. It quick-sizzles the food, sealing in moistness and flavor. Self-parking is available, or you may use the valet service.


    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    • 19325 Gulf Blvd., Indian Shores, on the Gulf between Ulmerton Rd. and Park Blvd.  727-593-7625.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Dine for about $25 per person, plus wine.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Sunday-Thursday, 4pm-10pm; Friday-Saturday to 11pm.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DC, DISC, MC, V


    


    


     


    


    Wine Cellar


    


    


     


    Long one of the area’s most romantic, splendid restaurants with an Old World ambience, a decor rich in antiques, and live music, this restaurant offers an impressive wine list. Enjoy the beef Wellington or a fresh seafood dish, then finish with one of the homemade Viennese pastries. After dinner, have adigestif in the lounge.


    


    


     


    • 17307 Gulf Blvd., North Redington Beach, on the Gulf between Madeira Beach and Indian Shores.  727-393-3491.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Around $50 per person with wine.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Tuesday-Sunday, 4:30 until late. (The lounge stays open until 2 am.)


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Accepted.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DC, DISC, MC, V


    


    


     


    Things To Do


    


    


     


    Clearwater Marine Aquarium


    


    


     


    This is a working rehabilitation and research center where the visitor feels like part of the exciting work being done. In fact, you can sign on for underwater adventures of one, two, three, or four days where you’ll help marine biologists collect data and study the fragile marine environment. Reserve a couple of hours for observing rescued dolphins, otters and sea turtles, viewing native sharks and other fish, and going through exhibits. Kids love the touch tank. Admission is $6.75 for adults and $4.25 for children ages three and older. Hours are Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm; Saturday, 9am-4pm; Sunday, 11am-4pm. 249 Windward Passage, Clearwater;  727-441-1790. Web site www.CMAquarium.org; e-mail CMA@CMAquarium.org.
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    Museums


    


    


     


    The Salvador Dali Museum houses the largest private collection of Dali works in the world. Until we toured it with one of the talented docents, we were mystified by the Spanish master’s work. Thanks to the guide, his wide range of works made sense. It’s at 1000 Third St. South, St. Petersburg,  727-823-3767. It’s open Monday-Saturday 9:30am-5:30pm, Sunday noon-5:30pm. Admission is $8 adults, $7 seniors and $4 students. Children under age 10 are admitted free, but we don’t recommend the museum for little ones unless they’re asleep in a stroller.
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    Florida International Museum isn’t always a destination but, when it does have an exhibition, it is a lollapalooza well worth a special trip. Among past triumphs are Treasures of the Czars, featuring artifacts that had never before been shown outside the Kremlin, and a Titanic show that brought together a fortune in memorabilia and objects recovered from the sea floor. Call to see what’s scheduled. 261 Second Ave. N., St. Petersburg 33701,  727-822-3693 or 800-777-9882.


    


    


     


    Island Hopping


    


    


     


    On a romantic weekend, a trip to Honeymoon Island is a must unless the weather isn’t suitable. Drive to the island across the Dunedin Causeway and wander sands that were home to pre-Columbian tribes. In the 1940s, a honeymoon resort here featured grass-thatched cottages, but a hurricane interfered. 
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    Caladesi Island


    



    



    


    From here, hourly ferries can take you to Caladesi Island, which has one of the finest beaches in the world. Some snacks and supplies are available on the island, but bring most of your needs with you. Ferries leave Honeymoon Island on the hour daily, starting at 10am. Returns from Caladesi are on the half-hour until about 4pm, depending on demand.  727-469-5942.
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    Sea Adventures


    


    


     


    Sailing out of historic John’s Pass Village, which is a destination in itself because of its boardwalk and shops, are boats that whisk you to Egmont Key, a state park accessible only by boat. Spend half a day ashore looking for seashells, marveling at the bird life, and touring a working lighthouse that has been here since 1848. Snorkel over the ruins of Fort Dade, which was built during the Spanish-American War. The company also offers a cruise to Shell Island with its sugar-sand beaches, good shelling, and warm waters. The six-hour adventure includes a beach barbecue. Dolphin-watching cruises last two hours on upper Boca Ciega Bay. Reservations are essential. Arrive 30 minutes before departure. Hubbard Marine, 150 128th Street at John’s Pass Village, Madeira Beach;  813-398-6577.
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    Cruises


    


    


     


    Dine and dance the night away under the stars while the Starlite Princess ghosts through the moonlit water. She’s an authentic paddlewheeler built in Pensacola, done in Victorian decor with lots of crystal, gilt, brass and plush. You’ll be seated at your own table and served your choice of entrée from a menu that includes chicken, seafood, and vegetarian choices. Luncheon cruises are $9.50 to $12.50 per person, plus the price of lunch, which ranges from $5.95-$8.95. Dinner cruises last 2-3½ hours and are $12.50 to $15, plus the cost of dinner, $8.95-$17.95. Sightseeing and Dixieland jazz cruises are also offered. Ships sail from the Corey Causeway in South Pasadena and from Clearwater Beach Marina. Reservations are essential;  813-452-2528 or 800-444-4814.


    


    


     


    Tarpon Springs


    


    


     


    Tarpon Springs is a nugget of Greek isles, set down on the Gulf of Mexico. We like to come here to stroll the streets, stopping for a baklava here, a cup of strong coffee there. The sponge industry brought waves of Greek immigrants to the area, and although the industry waned, the Mediterranean flavor remains. The center of things is the Sponge Docks along Dodecanese Blvd., a good place to hang out and people-watch. St. Nicholas Boat Line, 693 Dodecanese Blvd.,  727-942-6425, offers a 30-minute cruise of the old sponge beds, with an explanation of the diving and harvesting practiced by early Greek settlers. Cruises are $5 adults and $2 children. Stop in, too, at St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church, a magnificent New Byzantine structure patterned after St. Sophia in Istanbul. It’s at 36 N. Pinellas Ave., Tarpon Springs,  727-937-3540.
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    Sponge Docks
  


  
    

     

    


    


    


    


     


    Shopping


    


    


     


    Boatyard Village resembles a ramshackle fishing village built in the 1890s, but a closer look reveals clusters of trendy shops and restaurants overlooking Tampa Bay. It’s a place to come for the day, browse from shop to shop, and enjoy a lunch. 161000 Fairchild Dr., Clearwater;  727-535-4678.


    


    


     


    Haslam’s New and Used Books is more than a book store, it’s a pilgrimage for book lovers from all over the world who come here to browse, read, and buy. Since 1933, this family-run store has been the place to spend a rainy day. More than 300,000 new, used, and rare books are arranged by category. It’s the largest book store in Florida carrying both new and used volumes. Hours are Monday-Saturday, 10am-6:30pm; Sunday, 12:30-5:30pm. 2025 Central Avenue, at the corner of 20th Street, St. Petersburg,  727-822-8616.


    


    


     

  


  
    

    Tampa


    


    
      

    


    


     


    And a woman is only a woman, but a good cigar is a smoke.


    


    


     


    – Rudyard Kipling


    


    


     


    Sweet Dreams


    


    


     


    Behind the Fence


    


    


     


    What is a New England salt-box house doing in this tranquil corner of the Sunshine State? Come here to find out and you’ll stay in a tree-shaded home that is handy to the big city, yet seemingly in the middle of nowhere at the edge of a subdivision. It’s furnished in antiques, some of them for sale. Breakfast is a feast of pillow-size Amish sweet rolls and pastries from a nearby berry farm. Canoe or fish the Hillsborough River, a wilderness river just 10 miles away, swim in the pool, or just enjoy the fenced yard, which backs up to a park. For the ultimate privacy, take one of the cabins, which have private baths. Rooms in the main house share a bathroom. Herb tea is served afternoons and, in cooler months, popcorn is served by the fireplace. The authenticity of the baskets, hand-dipped candles and dried herbs is so complete that the Art League runs house tours for students of history and antiques.


    



    



    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    • 1400 Viola Drive at Countryside, Brandon 33511, just east of I-75 between Tampa and Bartow. From US 60 in downtown Brandon, take Providence or Countryside south to Bloomingdale. Viola runs off Bloomingdale just west of Countryside.  813-685-8201.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 5


    


    


     


    • Rates: $79-$99.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: No.


    


    


     


    • Dining: A number of restaurants are within a two-minute drive.


    


    


     


    • Children: Age 10 and under free; others sharing a room are $10 extra.


    


    


     


    • Pets: Yes.


    


    


     


    


    Courtyard by Marriott


    


    


     


    Look forward to a weekend in a smart, city hotel close to shopping, Busch Gardens, Ybor City nightlife, museums, and cultural attractions. Marriott’s Courtyard chain offers swank surroundings that won’t cost a fortune. Rooms are spacious and are traditionally furnished with your choice of bed(s), a tabletop desk, chair with reading lamp, and big picture window overlooking the city scene. Each has a hair dryer, speakerphone, voice mail, two phone lines with dataport, cable television with HBO, and complimentary tea and coffee service. A printer and fax are available. They have everything you don’t find in a country inn, but there are times when the city and all its conveniences provide just the escape you’re looking for. The outdoor swimming pool is heated and has a whirlpool spa. Enjoy the fitness room, a lounge with easy listening and conversation over cocktails, and a restaurant that serves breakfast and dinner as well as all-day room service.
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    • 902 N. Tampa Street, Tampa 33602, downtown. Take Exit 25 off I-275 and follow signs to Downtown/West Ashley Street. At the second traffic signal, turn left onto Cass Street. The hotel is on your left.  813-229-1100; fax 813-224-9200.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 141 rooms, five suites, 11 Spa Kings.


    


    


     


    • Rates: $109-$149.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


     


    • Dining: Breakfast, dinner, and room service.


    


    


     


    • Children: Free in parents’ room.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Valet service is available.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: Downtown shopping and attractions including the Florida Aquarium. The location is ideal for a pre- or post-cruise stay if you’re sailing out of the Port of Tampa.


    


    


    


     


    Rysdon House Bed and Breakfast


    


    


     


    It could be a movie set for film starring Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney, a two-story house built in 1910 by a lumber baron who didn’t skimp on gables and trims. The wrap-around veranda is designed to catch the breezes, which you can enjoy while sitting in a wicker rocker or cuddling on the porch swing. The dramatic staircase leads up from a foyer floored in glowing woods. In your room you’ll find an antique bedstead, refrigerator, ceiling fan, and remote control television with four movie channels. When you return from dinner, you’ll find your bed turned down and a chocolate to assure sweet dreams. Help yourself to sweets, snacks, and beverages in the dining area and bring a good book to enjoy by the fireplace. Bicycles are offered for guest use, and the hosts have a boat you can charter for fishing the Gulf or the flats. If you want to go horseback riding, your hosts can make arrangements with a stable 15 minutes away.


    


    


     


    • 702 W. Reynolds Street, Plant City 33566, between Tampa and Lakeland. Take Exit 11 off I-4 and go about a half-mile to the first light, which is US 92. Turn left. Go through the next light (Alexander) and in a half-mile you’ll see the house. Parking is adjacent to the circular drive around the corner on Howard Street.  813-752-8717.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 4


    


    


     


    • Rates: $85-$105, including breakfast; discount for AAA and AARP members.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: AE, DISC, V, MC


    


    


     


    • Dining: Walk or drive to local restaurants.


    


    


     


    • Children: $12 is charged for each additional occupant in the room.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    


     


    • In the neighborhood: Antique shops and cafés are within walking distance in historic downtown Plant City.


    


    


    


     


    Saddlebrook Resort Tampa


    


    


     


    This city-sized resort is the world headquarters for the Arnold Palmer Golf Academy. It’s one of the South’s premier golf resorts and has two 18-hole, Palmer-designed championship courses. The Hopman Tennis Program here is rated among the nation’s top 25 adult tennis camps byTennis magazine. Sign up to play one of the 45 courts – choosing among five Grand Slam surfaces – or work out in the Fitness Center. It’s part of Sports Village, which also has volleyball and basketball courts.
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    If you prefer a lazier weekend, pamper yourself and each other with visits to The Spa for the 50-minute Ultimate Massage, the Specifically for Men facial, and an aromatherapy bath and massage for two. The 80-minute treatment costs $130 and includes a 25-minute aromatherapy herbal bath for two, and a 50-minute after-bath massage for each, using creams and detoxifying oils. Swim in the half-million-gallon SuperPool, one of three pools in the resort. Enroll the children in the S’Kids Club. Fish the lake. Hike or jog the resort’s 480 acres.


    


    


     


    Deluxe guest rooms and suites with up to three bedrooms are privately owned, so each has different decor. Stay in the Walking Village, where most of the rooms and suites are located, and you can forget your car for the weekend. Weekly, monthly, and annual rentals are available in Lakeside Village, a secluded section not far from the center of the resort


    


    


     


    • 5700 Saddlebrook Way, Wesley Chapel 33543, 12 miles north of Tampa. Take I-75 to State Road 54, then east one mile.  813-973-1111 or 800-729-8383; fax 813-973-4504; Web site www. saddlebrookresort.com.


    


    


     


    • Rooms: 800 deluxe guest rooms.


    


    


     


    • Rates: From $110, but ask about golf, tennis and spa packages; they’re usually a better deal.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


     


    • Dining: The resort’s Cypress Restaurant has continental cuisine with Pacific Rim influences.


    


    


     


    • Children: S’kids program is for ages four-12. It includes fun and games plus off-property excursions to such spots as the Florida Aquarium and Busch Gardens. Junior camps are for youths who are interested in sports. Babysitting can be arranged for children age three and under.


    


    


     


    • Pets: No.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Ample.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Love on the High Seas


    


    
      

    


    


     


    The Port of Tampa is one of the state’s major cruise ports, offering sailings almost daily to some new and exotic port of call. The port is a destination in itself, home of the stunning Florida Aquarium. New in the fall of 1999 is Channelside, a massive entertainment complex containing a 15-screen movie complex with a 400-seat IMAX theater, restaurants and shops. See your travel agent about cruising out of the Port of Tampa or out of Port Manatee in Sarasota.


    


    


     


    Holland America Line’s luxury liner Nieuw Amsterdam does 14-day trips throughout the Caribbean in season, with seven-day cruises offered at other times. It’s always been one of our favorite cruise lines because of its tipping-optional policy, hard-working Indonesian crew who are eager to please, and handsome European officers who inspire confidence.
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    Nieuw Amsterdam

    


    


    


    


     


    Carnival Cruise Line’s Tropicale does four- and five-day cruises to Grand Cayman; Celebration spends a week going to Grand Cayman, New Orleans, and Mexico; and Sensation sails year-round on seven-day “Fun Ship” cruises to New Orleans and the Caribbean. Parking at the port is $8 a day. When you book the cruise with your travel agent, ask about pre- and post-cruise stays in Tampa. Many attractive packages are available.


    


    


     


    Port Manatee is the home of Regal Cruises. In season, Regal Empress sails itineraries of four, seven and 10 nights, calling at ports in the Caribbean and on the Mexican Riviera. The ship is a classic, built in the golden era of ocean cruising. We found boarding and debarkation at Port Manatee a snap compared to the long lines and delays that develop at larger ports. The ship has her own coterie of fans who sail several times a year, year after year, because of the spiffy staff, good food, spit-and-polish crew, and nice mix of ages on the passenger list. Fenced parking is available at the port.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Tables For Two


    


    


     


    Bern’s Steakhouse


    


    


     


    Long the steakhouse queen of the South, this regal restaurant has a wine list the size of the Manhattan telephone book, two dozen caviars, meltingly tender steaks in every size and cut, and rafts of accompaniments made from vegetables grown in the restaurant’s own, organic gardens. Its wine cellar (shown below) is said to contain the largest private wine collection in the world, with some 90,000 bottles. That's only 15-20% of its total collection, most of which is stored in a separate warehouse. Here’s the clincher: you can have dessert served in a private dining room with piped-in music of your choice. And the dessert menu alone runs 65 pages! It’s the ultimate romantic restaurant. Dine on a petite filet mignon, a half-pound T-bone, or an oversize sirloin steak for two. Whatever your choice, it will be flawlessly aged in Bern’s own lockers, cut to order, and charcoal-broiled to your exact order.
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    The decor is flamboyantly fixed somewhere between Palace of Versailles and a Klondike whorehouse, a decadence of red wallpaper, Tiffany lamps, gilt, and glitter. Reserve early, even if you have to call well before your trip, because there’s almost always a waiting list at this landmark.


    


    


     


    Start the meal with a choice of martinis, if only to try the house specialty olives. For dessert have the heavenly macadamia nut ice cream.


    


    


     


    • 1208 S. Howard Avenue, in the heart of Tampa;  813-251-2421; Web site www.bernssteakhouse.com.


    


    


     


    • Prices: The sky is the limit if you have a rare wine and caviar, but you can also dine well for $40-$50 per person, with a modest wine.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Essential.


    


    


     


    • Parking: Self or valet.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: All major.


    


    


    


     


    Columbia


    


    


     


    A century of tradition enriches this family-operated icon, the original restaurant of what is now a chain with restaurants in Sarasota, St. Augustine, St. Petersburg, Clearwater Beach, and Celebration. Dine at all of them in your Florida travels, but especially here where it all began, as a corner café; it now covers an entire city block. Casimiro Hernandez, Sr., one of the many Cuban immigrants who settled here late in the 19th century, named his restaurant for his new homeland, Columbia, Gem of the Ocean. An envoy of the Spanish government presented Hernandez with the hand-painted tiles that depict the story of Don Quixote. They’d been part of the Spanish exhibit at the Chicago World’s Fair and today they anchor the distinctive decor. Dine in an opulent room surrounded by marble walls and wrought iron. The restaurant seats more than 1,600 people in 11 dining rooms, yet every table has a feeling of intimacy.
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    Some dishes, such as the 1905 Salad, a memorable Paella à la Valenciana, and chicken and yellow rice have been on the menu since the earliest years. Nuevo Latino influences have also kept pace with modern tastes. Try the salmon with mango salsa, or the shrimp and scallops skewered on sugarcane. Six nights a week, flamenco dancers put on a ringing show that makes your evening in old Tampa complete. Plan your dinner around it. Other locations are at The Pier in St. Petersburg, and at 1241 Gulf Boulevard at Sand Key, Clearwater Beach,  727-596-8400. We especially like The Pier location for sundowners on the top deck with views of the Gulf, then dinner inside.


    


    


     


    • 2117 East 7th Avenue, Ybor City.  813-248-4961.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Open daily except Sunday for lunch and dinner.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Plan to spend $30 per person.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


    


     


    Crabby Tom’s


    


    


     


    The name gives you a clue that this isn’t just another seafood restaurant. Chefs seek out the best crabs of all regions in all seasons: Florida stone crabs, Dungeness crab, snow crab, and enormous king crab. Start your meal with the gumbo, Buffalo shrimp, baked Parmesan oysters, or crab-stuffed mushrooms. If you’re really hungry, have one of the big seafood platters. The menu also offers pasta, sandwiches, salads, blackened salmon, Maine lobster, fresh grouper, chicken, steaks, and much more. The atmosphere is cheery and salty, like Saturday night when the fleet’s in. Other locations are at 14404 North Dale Mabry in Carrollwood,  813-961-3499, and 1414 West Brandon Boulevard in Brandon,  813-651-3499.


    


    


     


    • 3120 Hillsborough Avenue, Tampa, west of I-275 and east of the airport.  813-870-1652.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Monday-Thursday, 11am-10pm; Friday and Saturday, 11am-11pm; Sunday, noon-9pm.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Dine for $20 or less.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Not accepted.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


    


     


    Cypress Restaurant


    


    


     


    Dine on macadamia-crusted salmon, wok-fried yellowtail snapper, and other Pacific-inspired dishes in this comfortable room in posh Saddlebrook Resort. The meal begins with a summer squash and roasted corn soup, crab soup, or a caramelized sweet Vidalia onion with three cheeses. Appetizers may include vegetarian strudel with saffron-tomato sauce, chili-smoked salmon, or tempura of baby lobster. Entrées include rack of lamb, baked lobster ravioli, and a classic New York Strip steak with garlic mashed potatoes. The grilled chicken breast comes with a sweet potato and rice cake, julienne of pickled vegetables, and a roasted banana scallion sauce. This is a Mobil Four-Star restaurant.


    



    



    
Busch Gardens
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    • 5700 Saddlebrook Way, Wesley Chapel; 12 miles north of Tampa in Saddlebrook Resort.  813-973-1111.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Dinner daily.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Main dishes are priced $8-$24.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Recommended.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


    


     


    Skipper’s Smoke House Restaurant & Oyster Bar


    


    


     


    It’s slummy to the max, a ramshackle collection of coops in what was once a trailer park. Yet for the couple who want to dine outdoors followed by an evening of blues, soca, ska, acoustic, folk, reggae, zydeco or other music styles played by chart-topping groups, it’s as Key West as you can get at this latitude. Dining is in a screened room or outdoors. The stage and benches are outdoors, where you can order snacks, sandwiches, and appetizers as well as complete meals. Dinner choices include catfish, grouper, shrimp, conch, oysters, gator tail, clam strips, mahi-mahi, jerk chicken and baby back ribs. All come with crusty hush puppies and a choice of two side dishes. Choose coleslaw, barbecue beans, yellow rice, black beans, French fries, or steamed vegetables. The black beans and yellow rice, served with sour cream and onions, are a house specialty and substantial enough for a light meal. So are the smoked mackerel or mullet, fiery Buffalo wings, and seafood platters. For dessert, try Key lime pie, black forest cheesecake, or the dessert of the day, which on our visit was a heavenly amaretto layer cake. Don’t let the looks fool you. This place is great fun and the food deserves better than the plastic plates and forks that are provided.


    


    


     


    • 910 Skipper Rd., Tampa, about 20 minutes north of downtown at the corner of Skipper and Nebraska.  813-971-0666; Web site www.mbus.com/clubs


    


    


     


    • Hours: Vary seasonally.


    


    


     


    • Prices: The most expensive dinner is $14, but a long evening of drinks and meal courses could add up. Cover charges are $3-$20, depending on the artists.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Accepted for parties of six or more.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


    


     


    Lauro Ristorante


    


    


     


    Owner-chef Lauro Medaglia has been a Tampa restaurateur for decades, known for his delicate scallopine dishes, heavenly soups, and innovative pasta dishes. Italian restaurants are somehow romantic by nature. This one, with its soft Italian music and gentle lighting, is perfect. Start with the deep-fried squid, flavorful and tender, or the white kidney bean soup. Or try the antipasto, or the homemade mozzarella cheese and sliced tomato salad. Splurge on the whole Maine lobster or filet mignon in a sauce made with Gorgonzola cheese and walnuts. There are three scallopines – we like the one made with veal, Swiss cheese, prosciutto and white wine. There is a host of pasta dishes, including an impressive Agnolotti alla Panna (spinach-filled pasta pillows), and penne in a tomato-vodka sauce. There is no children’s menu, but the staff do their best to accommodate youngsters.


    
[image: ]

    


    


    


    


     


    • 3912 Henderson Boulevard, Tampa, south of the airport and I-275; north of Gandy Boulevard.  813-281-2100.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Lunch Monday-Friday, 11:30am-2pm; dinner daily, 5:30-10pm, later on Friday and Saturday.


    


    


     


    • Prices: $65-$70 for a three-course dinner for two.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Suggested.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V


    


    


    


     


    Woody’s Famous Greek Salads and Gourmet Sandwiches


    


    


     


    This local landmark is the place to find lunch at peasant prices. Start with the world-beater Armenian lentil soup, then have one of the famous salads or sandwiches. The Bleu Max is a mountain of rare roast beef served on marble bread with lettuce, sliced tomato, cucumber and onion. The Streamliner is a vegetarian sandwich; the Festivale is turkey with cranberry sauce, served on a toasted croissant. The Major Grey is a turkey sandwich brandished with chutney. The sandwiches are good, but the salads are a standout. The Tropicale is made with chopped spinach, oranges, lettuce, feta cheese, raisins and cashews. Woody’s Fresh Fruit Salad is made with orange, apple, cantaloupe, watermelon, raisins, dates, cashews, and bananas, sauced with low-fat vanilla yogurt. Try the shrimp and tuna salads or the Famous Greek, a picture on a plate (it comes in two sizes). Note that this is one of the best places in town for takeout, including homemade soups by the quart.
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    • 1722 S. Dale Mabry Highway, South Tampa.  813/254-2806.


    


    


     


    • Hours: Daily from 10am, until 7pm weekdays, and until 4pm Saturday. Closed Sunday.


    


    


     


    • Prices: Two can dine for less than $20.


    


    


     


    • Reservations: Not accepted; waits can be long.


    


    


     


    • Credit cards: MC, V, DISC


    


    


     


    Things To Do


    


    


     


    Busch Gardens


    


    


     


    The theme is Africa, where animals run free and flowers riot everywhere. One of the best theme parks anywhere, Busch Gardens offers days of adventure from quiet nature-watching to some of the screamingest roller coasters on earth. Don’t try to do it all in a day. Edge of Africa alone is 15 acres of habitats for seven types of African animals including hippos, lions, giraffes, baboons, zebras, rhinos, and crocodiles. Take the sky ride for one view of the animals, then walk the grounds for another view. Take your time, because the script is written by nature. Animals sleep, eat, hunt, breed, and nurture their young in their own good time. Many locals buy yearly passes because the wildlife show is different every day. So are the magnificent plantings, which bloom and fade with the seasons.
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    It can take days just to try all the rides, another half-day to “do” the many shops. A number of eating and snacking places are found throughout the park, but the best restaurant is the Crown Colony, which has the ambience of a British Club in India. In the upstairs dining room you can gaze out over the park while enjoying sandwiches, the famous clam chowder, mountainous salads, and a selection of hot meals. Give it a couple of hours to break up your day with a restful meal in elegant surroundings. If you’re in a hurry, cafeteria-style fast foods are served downstairs. 
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    The park is open every day, but hours vary seasonally, so call ahead to confirm. Admission is $69.95-$78.95. Ask about multi-day and multi-park tickets that cover admission to Busch Gardens Tampa, Universal Studios, Wet ’n Wild, and Sea World of Florida. 3000 E. Busch Blvd, Tampa 33612; 813-987-5082. Web site www.4adventure.com.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    City Within the City: Ybor City


    


    
      

    


    


     


    One of a handful of National Historic Neighborhoods, this community stretches from 31st to 22nd streets and 7th to 9th avenues. It’s the site of countless boutiques, nightclubs, restaurants, sidewalk cafés and bars as well as the historic Ybor Square, a living museum of shops, dining and cigar making. However, it’s far more than a series of old streets. It’s a nightly street party, the scene of the city’s best special events, and it’s still a vibrant neighborhood center for people who grew up here. The century-old Italian Club still has hundreds of members, most of them grandchildren and great-grands of the original founders. Have dinner in the Columbia Restaurant where you’ll see many entire families ranging from the very young to the very old. Chances are, the same folks have been coming here for generations to celebrate birthdays and anniversaries.
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    Come to Ybor City for elegant dining, pub crawling, people watching, or snacking your way from sushi bar to pizzeria. Check local newspaper Friday editions for news of what’s playing at the many clubs. Most have live entertainment. You can choose from a long menu that includes blues, jazz, reggae, rock, disco, all the Latin beats, country, and male revues. Female impersonators can be seen at the Cherokee Club, a gay nightclub at 1320 9th Avenue above the Café Creole.


    


    


     


    To get the full flavor of its unique heritage, visit the Ybor City State Museum at 1818 E. Ninth Avenue;  813-247-6323. Hours: Tuesday-Saturday, 9am-5pm. Admission is $4 adults and $2.50 children.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Balloon Flights


    


    


     


    Soar silently into the sunrise on ghostly breezes that set you down delicately for a champagne brunch. On your aerial journey you’ll view lakes, wetlands, birds above and below, and a world of awakening wildlife. Balloons fly daily 10am-8pm. Reservations are advised. Big Red Balloon, 16302 East Course Dr., Tampa;  813-969-1518.
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    Homosassa Springs State Wildlife Park


    


    


     


    Since prehistoric times, animals much like those you will see here have been hunting this area and drinking from the sweetwater springs. The park covers 160 acres of wetlands and hammock. Visitors travel by pontoon boat and train, and walk elevated boardwalks for an ever-surprising view of nature. With luck you’ll see manatees, which are increasingly rare in the state, swimming in the springs. Through wrap-around windows on the spring you’ll also see fish and aquatic life. 
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    Red wolf pups, residents of the Park


    



    



    


    Along the nature trails you may spot a black bear, bobcat, cougar, white-tail deer and frolicsome river otters. Bring your camera and give it half a day, longer if you are a nature photographer. Bring a picnic, or have lunch in the snack bar or restaurant. The park is open daily, but hours change seasonally so call ahead. Adults pay $7.95; children $4.95 for ages three-12. AARP and AAA members get a 20% discount. 4250 S. Suncoast Boulevard, Homosassa, between Tampa and Cedar Key. Take US 19 north from Tarpon Springs.  352-628-5343; Web site www.citrusdirectory.com/hsswp.
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    Manatees in the Park
  


  
    

  


  
    

     

    


    


    


    


     


    Lowry Park Zoo


    


    


    



    If you love strolling a good zoo, making faces at the chimps, schmoozing with animals in the petting zoo, and observing a variety of wild animals, come here for a pleasant afternoon. The zoo’s best feature is a manatee tank where sick and injured manatees are brought for rehabilitation. 
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    The orangutan family will keep you in stitches. There’s a McDonald’s on the premises. Admission is $8.50 for adults ages 12-49; children ages three-11 pay $4.95; those two and under get in free. Seniors ages 50 and up pay $7.50. Hours are 9:30am-5pm daily, except Thanksgiving and Christmas. The zoo is wheelchair accessible, and strollers and wheelchairs are available for rent. Take I-275 north to Exit 31, which is Sligh Avenue, then go west one mile and follow signs to the zoo entrance. 7530 North Blvd., Tampa;  813-935-8552.
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    White tiger cub in the Zoo
  


  
    

  


  
    

     

    


    


    


    


     


    Henry B. Plant Museum


    


    


     


    If you associate Victoriana with romance, you’ll find lots of ooh and aah in this Moorish palace. Imagine it as a hotel filled with the cream of northern society, come South for winter in the sunshine. In its heyday, this hotel was one of the most opulent in the South. Today it is filled with memorabilia from the gilded age. 
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    Ask for a brochure describing a self-guided walking tour of the grounds and gardens. Most of the original sites are gone now, but a romantic with imagination can still see the trains puffing into view, disgorging ladies in starched bustles and gentlemen in boater straw hats. Hours are Tuesday-Saturday, 10am-4pm; Sunday, noon-4pm. Closed Mondays and major holidays. Suggested donation is $3 for adults and $1 for children; more during some special events. 401 W. Kennedy Boulevard, Tampa;  813-254-1891.


    


    


    


     


    Museum of Science & Indusry (MOSI)


    


    


     


    This superb science museum is a must for families with children, but couples will also enjoy it – especially the IMAX Dome Theatre’s 3-D laser shows, featuring the music of Metallica, Pink Floyd, The Beatles, and others. The museum offers lots of hands-on, educational fun for the young, and always a variety of new, temporary exhibits. Open daily from 9am; closing hours vary seasonally. Admission is $12 adults; $10 seniors; $8 children ages two-13. Children under two admitted free. 4810 E. Fowler Avenue, Tampa;  800-995-MOSI, 813-987-6300, or 813-987-6100. Web site www. mosi. org.


    


    


    


     


    Florida Aquarium


    


    


     


    Take a journey from wetlands to the ocean, up the Amazon river, and into a sea world roamed by 4,300 saltwater and freshwater animals and plants. You can touch 20 species of sharks and rays, see a 250-pound green turtle, and watch a 300-pound stingray. Kids like the Frights of the Forest exhibit with its electric eels, poison frogs, vultures, and vampire bats. Open daily except Thanksgiving and Christmas, 9:30am-5pm. Three dive shows daily have audience question-and-answer sessions. Admission is $11.95 for adults, $10.95 seniors age 50 and older, and $6.95 children ages three-12. 701 Channelside Dr., Tampa;  813-273-4020.


    



    



    


    [image: ]


    



    


    Florida Aquarium


    



    



    


    


    


     


    Sunset Cruises


    


    


     


    The Tampa Bay Ferry offers sunset river cruises that leave from the Florida Aquarium and end a perfect day before your perfect evening begins. On the historic Hillsborough River you’ll see the sun-streaked water and a sky splashed with pink. With luck you’ll see leaping porpoise, and there are sure to be plenty of splashy mullet and soaring birds. Sit indoors or out. By day, Tampa Town Ferry sails a three-hour excursion to Bird Island on the Alafia River. The morning cruises, which focus on the rivers’ abundant bird life, are offered on Wednesday or Sunday. Adult fare for the Sunset Cruise is $12 adults, $9 seniors and $6 students. Children under age six ride free. Bird Island Tours are $16 adults, $15 seniors, and $8 children ages six-12.  813-223-1522 for reservations and instructions.
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    Tampa: Gateway to Orlando


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Tampa does a thriving business in bus tours to Orlando theme parks and dinner theaters and to tourist attractions as far away as Daytona Beach and St. Augustine. Bus tours pick up at major hotels and the prices include both transportation and admissions, so they provide a carefree way to have a designated driver and a day or evening of entertainment. Some tours last two or three days, which makes them ideal for overseas visitors who don’t have a car but who want to see a lot of the Sunshine State. CallFun Tours From Tampa,  813-985-3601, or book through your hotel concierge.


    


    
      

    


    


     


    Shopping


    


    


     


    Old Hyde Park Village


    


    


     


    This shopping area in a part of the city settled before 1900 is an adventure in browsing, people-watching, and dining in chic restaurants, coffee houses, or sidewalk cafés. Stores include Williams-Sonoma, Ralph Lauren, Restoration Hardware, and Jacobson’s. Hours are Monday-Saturday, 10am-9pm, and Sunday, noon to 5pm. Restaurants and movie theaters have extended hours. It’s two miles west of Tampa. Take Exit 24 off I-275, then head south on Armenia Avenue and turn left on Swann. Parking is free.  813-251-3500.
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    Old Hyde Park Village
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